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“Tact, diplomacy and an infinite
store of patience”
Cyprus and Canadian Peacekeeping
Andrew Burtch

F

or the past four years, Canadian
soldiers returning from the war
in Afghanistan have stopped on
the island of Cyprus for five days
of enforced rest, recreation and
stress briefings to prepare them for
reintegration into the pace of daily life
in Canada.1 The choice of Cyprus as a
site of relaxation for soldiers leaving
a theatre of war is perhaps ironic
because Cyprus is also a conflict
zone, albeit one tamed by the United
Nations peacekeeping force that has
served there for two generations. In
1964, Canadian soldiers made up
the first international contingent to
arrive in Cyprus to defuse a crisis
when ethnic violence between the
Greek-Cypriot majority and TurkishAbstract: The United Nations Force in
Cyprus (UNFICYP), or OP SNOWGOOSE, is
Canada’s longest-lasting peacekeeping
operation. Major contribution to the
force lasted from 1964 to 1993, during
which time 59 rotations, fully tens of
thousands of Canadian soldiers, served
on the island. With the significant
exception of operations during the 1974
Turkish invasion of the island, military
personnel serving there were tasked
with the monotonous but necessary
task of keeping watch to enforce the
decades-long ceasefire along the Green
Line, the buffer zone between Greek
and Turkish-Cypriots. The Canadian
War Museum’s new Cyprus displays in
Experience Gallery 4: A Violent Peace,
captures the Canadian experience on
the Green Line during the 1974 invasion
and during more peaceful periods.

Cypriot minority threatened to
spiral into war in the Mediterranean
between Greece and Turkey. For 29
years, Canada joined other countries
in contributing contingents to the
United Nations Force in Cyprus
(UNFICYP). Peacekeepers on the
island patrolled the Green Line, a
narrow buffer zone between the
two combatants, and reported on
troop movements and ceasefire
violations. In 1993, with the Canadian
government facing mounting
demands for military support to
UN missions in more pressing and
dangerous conflicts in Africa, the
Former Republic of Yugoslavia, and
elsewhere, Canada ended its major
commitment to UNFICYP. Today,
one Canadian staff officer remains
in UNFICYP headquarters to show
the flag while soldiers returning
from Afghanistan enjoy the island’s
beaches.
The Cyprus mission is historically
significant for Canada for a number
of reasons. Over 20,000 Canadians
served there from 1964 to 1993,
many on multiple tours. It represents
Canada’s longest “traditional”
peacekeeping mission, where an
armed but impartial UN force
was invited by both sides in the
conflict to keep the peace until a
diplomatic solution could be found.
Canada’s decision to supply troops
to the Cyprus mission satisfied our
national interests as defined in Cold

Published
by Scholars
Commons
@ Laurier,
© Canadian
Military
History,
Volume2010
19, Number 2, Spring 2010, pp.67-70.

Burtch - Cyprus.indd 67

War foreign and defence policies.
Canadian support for peacekeeping
largely served the goals of the Western
alliance: a peacekeeping force in Suez
in 1956 prevented Soviet military
intervention in the Middle East, and
the force in Cyprus prevented Greece
and Turkey, two NATO partners,
from warring over the island, which
housed strategic British naval and
air bases.2 In Canada, peacekeeping
rapidly became a popular application
of military power, and successive
governments found themselves
influenced by public opinion to take
on new missions regardless of their
prospects for success.3 Shortly before
Résumé : L’Opération Snow Goose,
nom donné à la Force des Nations
Unies chargée du maintien de la paix
à Chypre (FNUC), est la plus longue du
genre du Canada. Un apport important
à cette force dura de 1964 à 1993,
années durant lesquelles, à l’occasion
de 59 rotations, des dizaines de milliers
de soldats canadiens servirent dans
l’île. Exception faite des opérations
marquantes de l’invasion de l’île par les
Turcs, en 1974, le personnel militaire
y fut astreint à des tâches plutôt
monotones, mais nécessaires à la
surveillance du respect du cessez-le-feu,
vieux de plusieurs décennies, le long
de la Ligne verte, zone tampon entre
Grecs et Chypriotes turcs. Les nouvelles
aires d’exposition sur Chypre, au Musée
canadien de la guerre, dans la galerie
4 – Une paix violente, illustrent bien
l’expérience des Canadiens sur la Ligne
verte pendant l’invasion de 1974 et des
moments plus tranquilles.
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Above: Lieutenant Pierre Leblanc (left) and Privates Thibault and Morissette
guard the fortified entrance to the Ledra Palace hotel after the Canadian
contingent took it over on 23 July 1974.
Left: Sergeant Tom Walton of the Airborne Field Squadron (centre)
converses with a Turkish soldier guarding Greek prisoners during ceasefire
negotiations in July 1974.
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Under fire from both sides, UNFICYP
repeatedly sought to secure local
ceasefires and, when these failed, the
Canadian contingent placed strategic
assets such as Nicosia International
Airport and the Ledra Palace Hotel
under UN control as a means of
limiting the conflict. Seventeen
Canadians were wounded in the
fighting, and Privates Gilbert Perron
and Jean-Claude Berger were killed
by rifle fire. In one incident on 23 June
at Camp Kronberg, north of Nicosia,
Canadians were forced to return fire
at Greek forces that attacked a patrol
leading Turkish soldiers back to their
lines under UN protection. Lasting
only a few minutes, the firefight was
the Canadian army’s first combat
since the Korean War. In reaction
to these firefights, the Trudeau
government doubled the Canadian
presence on Cyprus and provided
soldiers with armoured personnel
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Canada agreed
to send forces to Cyprus
in March 1964, Arthur Andrew,
Canada’s High Commissioner to
Cyprus, warned his superiors,
“Should it be decided to send troops,
on present form in my judgement it
will not repeat not be a short or easy
job.”4
For the first ten years of the
mission, Cyprus at least posed few
dangers for Canadian troops, whose

tours comprised six
monotonous months
of duty in fixed
observation posts. In
July 1974, however,
a Greek-inspired
coup overthrew the
Cypriot president,
Archbishop
Makarios III,
and installed a
former leader of a Greek-Cypriot
terrorist cell intent on enosis, political
union of Cyprus with Greece. Within
days, the Turkish armed forces
dusted off their 1964 invasion plans
and sent 40,000 troops to assault the
island with the stated intention of
securing the Turkish minority. The
United Nations force was caught in
the middle of the war. Four hundred
and fifty soldiers of 1 Commando,
Canadian Airborne Regiment were
caught in the capital city of Nicosia.
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carriers and anti-tank weapons to
offer some defence against Turkish
and Greek armour.5
Canada’s casualties in Cyprus
that summer underlined that
peacekeeping duties were rarely
peaceful, but the losses garnered little
attention at home, where Parliament
was out of session and the press
preoccupied with impeachment
rumours and the resignation of
United States President Richard
Nixon following the Watergate
scandal. Though this new phase
in the conflict largely passed by
without great public notice, this
is not to say the changes made to
the Cyprus mission that summer
were insignificant. In the words of
Lieutenant-Colonel Don Manuel,
commanding officer of 1 Commando,
Canadian Airborne Regiment: “Well,

if we were bored with the lack of
progress by the politicians…the
situation changed dramatically with
the military coup which overthrew
the government and resulted in
an invasion by Turkish national
forces in a strength of 40,000; the fall
of two governments; the military
withdrawal of Greece from NATO…
To say the least it was interesting to
be in the middle.”6
This year, the Canadian War
Museum completes an upgrade to
Gallery 4: A Violent Peace: The Cold
War, Peacekeeping, and Current Conflicts
that highlights the Cyprus mission’s
importance to contemporary
Canadian military history. Faced
with the challenge of capturing in the
displays the monotony of daily duties
in observation posts (OPs) and the
more dangerous combat conditions

introduced by the Turkish invasion,
the Museum approached veterans of
the 1974 mission for their personal
souvenirs, photographs, and oral
histories. The exhibits benefitted
from the enthusiastic cooperation of
dozens of veterans across the country,
including the former Canadian
contingent commander, intelligence
officers, engineers, platoon
commanders, non-commissioned
officers and private soldiers, many
of whom were active participants in
the key UN movements during the
crisis. The Royal Canadian Ordnance
Corps Museum at CFB Longue Pointe
facilitated the long-term loan of the
display’s signature artefact, Private
Michel Plouffe’s helmet, damaged
when he was struck in the head and
injured by a Greek bullet during
a firefight. Portions of the display
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The remainder of Canadian Airborne Regiment, sent to reinforce 1 Commando,
arrived with M-113 armoured personnel carriers and anti-tank weapons.
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Notes

opened in mid-July 2009, in time for
the Airborne Regiment Association
of Canada’s 35th anniversary reunion
to celebrate the Canadian role in the
1974 crisis. The display opened to the
public in May 2010, representing the
first major addition to the Canadian
War Museum’s permanent galleries
since the institution opened at its new
location in Ottawa five years ago.
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Top left: The Canadian War Museum’s reconstructed observation post highlights the
monotonous but necessary task of keeping watch on the Green Line for ceasefire violations.
Top right: The reconstructed Green Line at the Canadian War Museum. Oral histories and
personal photo albums are embedded in the tables.
Left: Private Michel Plouffe (left), one of 17 soldiers wounded in the 1974 crisis, holds
up the Greek .303 bullet that broke his jaw. He was later awarded the Star of Courage.
Below: Plouffe’s helmet, which saved his life in July 1974, along with the bullet. He kept
both as souvenirs from his tour.
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